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The consequences of corruption in organisations are pervasive and severe.  As well as 
threatening the well-being of individual employees and the effective functioning of 
organisations and industries, corruption can erode the moral fabric of society as a 
whole.  Perspectives on corruption have highlighted the critical role that normative 
factors play in developing microcosms that support and maintain corrupt activities.  
There has been a relative lack of interest, however, in the mechanisms underlying how 
corrupt actions that initially violate norms regarding acceptable work behaviour gain the 
social support necessary to become embedded features of the work environment.  This 
paper adopts a social influence framework to explain how deviant acts that start out as 
isolated incidences enacted by a minority of individuals in an organisation can, under 
certain conditions, become day-to-day organisational procedures and practices 
executed through the coordinated efforts of numerous employees.  The paper explores 
the cognitive and psychological processes that underlie the powerful influence of 
deviant individuals on work groups and the collective properties of groups such as 
climate, norms, and culture.  Strategic implications for the prevention of corruption are 
discussed in relation to several key factors that moderate the effects of deviants on the 
attitudes and actions of other group members.  This approach also links in well at a 
practical level with several existing and widely used corruption-prevention strategies. 
 
In the 21st century, corruption in the workplace remains one of the most pervasive 
challenges facing those responsible for public sector governance and the effective 
management of private enterprise (see Boyd,1986; Uhr, 1994).  Evidence shows that 
incidences of workplace corruption increased throughout the 1990’s, and white-collar 
crime has now become one of the most costly categories of criminal behaviour 
(Standards Australia, 2003).  Standards Australia has estimated that fraud and 
corruption, including acts such as extortion, conflict of interest, false claims, stealing, 
forgery and election fraud, cost the Australian economy at least $3 billion a year.  
Companies have responded to the threat of corruption by implementing measures and 
controls that are designed to discourage corrupt behaviour, or increase the likelihood 
that these behaviours will be detected.  For example, it has been estimated that 
companies spent more than half a billion dollars on surveillance software between 
1990 and 1992 to enable them to keep their employees under close scrutiny (Kipnis, 
1996). 
 
Although these systems play an important role in managing corruption in the 
workplace, they also have a range of adverse side effects on individuals and the 
organisation.  For instance, high levels of employee monitoring have been linked with 
increases in employee stress, distrust in the organisation, and performance and 
productivity declines (Aiello & Kolb, 1995; Grant & Higgins, 1989).  The present paper 
presents an alternative way of dealing with the problem of corruption in organisations.  
This strategy focuses on understanding the development of corruption by examining 
the social influence processes that underlie the spread of initial acts of deviance to 
collective syndromes of corruption.  By integrating theory and research on deviance 
and corruption with models of social influence, this paper provides an innovative view 
of how initial acts of deviance perpetrated by a minority of employees can gain the 
social support and momentum necessary to translate into corruption.   
 
There are several key strengths associated with this approach.  First, this approach 
provides a way of understanding how deviance initially develops and proliferates in 
organisations where corrupt attitudes and behaviour have not yet become embedded in 
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the prevailing organisational culture and norms.  Traditionally, researchers have tended 
to explain corruption in terms of organisational cultures that tolerate or endorse corrupt 
behaviours.  There has been a relative lack of consideration, however, for how these 
“cultures of deviance and corruption” might initially develop.  Second, by focusing on 
the social and cognitive conditions associated with the spread of isolated acts of 
deviance to collective forms of corruption, this approach has important practical 
implications for the prevention of corruption and its destructive consequences.   
 
This paper begins by describing workplace deviance and its proposed role in the 
instigation of corruption.  Next, the paper explores the social influence processes that 
explain how a single deviant individual or a small minority of deviants in a work group 
or organisation can influence the perceptions, attitudes, and actions of the group as a 
whole.  The paper then describes how, under conditions of uncertainty, rationalising 
ideologies can embed deviance and corruption in the prevailing group norms and 
culture.  Finally, the practical implications of this perspective are discussed, particularly 
with respect to how this approach relates to existing corruption-prevention efforts and 
informs new strategies for preventing corruption in the workplace. 
 
 
Workplace deviance: The influential few who sow the seeds for corruption 
 
 
Workplace deviance refers to undesirable workplace behaviour that violates 
organisational norms and in some way disadvantages other employees or the 
organisation (Robinson & Bennett, 1995; Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998).  The 
concept of workplace deviance spans an extensive behavioural repertoire, ranging in 
severity from relatively minor issues, such as working on a personal matter during work 
hours or taking a longer than acceptable lunch break, to criminal acts, such as fraud, 
harassment, and misconduct.  Conceptually, workplace deviance is generally used to 
describe specific incidences of deviant behaviour in the workplace; therefore, the 
actions of individual employees serve as the basic unit of analysis (Robinson & 
Greenberg, 1998). 
 
Researchers have addressed both the drivers and the consequences of deviant 
behaviours in some detail. Results suggest that employees will exhibit deviance when 
they are treated unfairly or without consideration by their employing organisation 
(Ambrose, Seabright, & Schminke, 2002; Greenberg, 1998; Hollinger & Clark, 1983; 
Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). Individual differences such as moral development, and 
situational factors such as opportunity have also emerged as predictors (Greenberg, 
2003). In terms of outcomes, the financial and productivity losses that organisations 
incur through the deviant acts of employees has been well documented (Murphy, 
1993). At the individual level, research suggests that people who exhibit deviant 
behaviours receive lower supervisory evaluations of performance (Rotundo & Sackett, 
2002), and those who are the victims of acts of interpersonal deviance experience 
higher levels of stress and anxiety (Schneider, Swan, & Fitzgerald, 1997). 
 
According to several models of workplace deviance (e.g., Bennet & Robinson, 2003; 
Abrams, Marques, Bown, & Dougill, 2002), the development of deviance in 
organisations usually begins with initial acts that breach the formal or informal norms 
governing expected standards for work behaviour.  Norms reflect a consensual 
understanding of the core or prototypical features of a group.  They describe patterns 
of behaviour that are regular, stable, and expected by members (Betenhausen & 
Murnighan, 1991).  Groups tend to pressure their members towards conformity to 
group norms.  Normative behaviour in groups is considered functional because it 
facilitates the coordination of effort, enhances the predictability of one’s own and other 
people’s behaviour, and promotes common goals and motives (Hackman, 1992).  
Individuals who violate group norms attract negative reactions from their group.  For 
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example, deviants are often disliked (Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988), viewed as less 
capable (Abrams, Henson, Marques, & Bown, 2000), and are less likely to be selected 
as group leaders (Scheepers, Branscombe, Spears, & Doosje, 2002).  Although group 
members tend to respond negatively to deviants, and may even dismiss them as 
external to the group (Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988), I argue that deviant individuals 
nevertheless have a marked impact on the group as a whole.  In the next section, I 
draw on research associated with person perception and minority influence to present 
a model of how both automatic and motivated cognitive processes underlie the impact 
of deviants on the group.  This section outlines several testable propositions 
concerning the proposed influence of deviants on other group members.    
 
Deviance and perceptual vigilance: Automatic processing of the deviant’s 
position 
 
 
The strong reactions that deviants evoke from their fellow group members suggest that 
counter-normative behaviours attract considerable attention.  In support of this view, 
several researchers have argued that deviant acts stand out as salient behavioural 
exemplars against a background of normative behaviour (e.g., Blanton & Christie, 
2003; Wellen & Neale, 2004).  Studies have demonstrated that people’s perceptions 
are strongly influenced by negative and extreme information as this information is 
highly salient (Anderson, 1974; Fiske, 1980). For example, Fiske (1980) found that 
perceivers spent more time looking at a negative extreme image (i.e., a person 
deliberately rejecting an anti-child pornography campaign), and weighted this image as 
more influential than less negative and extreme images.  Similarly, Pratto and John 
(1991) conducted a series of three experiments to test their hypothesis that people 
show an automatic vigilance for negative or undesirable information.  Their research 
showed that attention is automatically directed towards negatively evaluated stimuli 
(e.g., undesirable descriptive traits such as sadistic, immature, and hostile) to a greater 
extent than positively valenced traits (e.g., honest, kind, witty).  Moreover, this effect 
occurred even when the negatively valenced stimuli were more common than the 
positive traits, ruling out the possibility that negative stimuli attract more attention 
because they are generally lower base-rate phenomena.      
 
Proposition 1:  Group members should display stronger automatic vigilance for 
the behaviours exhibited by deviant individuals than by normative (non-deviant) 
individuals. 
 
 
Deviance and minority influence: Motivated processing of the deviant’s 
position 
 
 
By virtue of their distinctiveness, deviants are likely to have a disproportionately high 
level of influence within their group.  For example, in a work group where morale is 
generally positive, the introduction of a deviant who exhibits extremely low levels of 
morale is likely to drag down the morale of the group as a whole.  Like deviants, 
minority members express opinions and exhibit behaviours that are at odds with the 
consensus established by the majority. Moscovici and his colleagues (Moscovici, 1980, 
1985; Moscovici & Faucheux, 1972) argued that minority influence is driven by a 
validation process where individuals are motivated to carefully appraise the minority 
position in order to determine whether or not the divergent view represents a threat to 
the majority.  Minority positions are regarded as potentially harmful because they 
threaten the veracity of group-based beliefs and attitudes, and impair interpersonal and 
collective activity within the group (Moscovici & Faucheux, 1972).  Dissenting opinions 
and behaviours are therefore rendered cognitively salient and accessible.   
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The more pronounced cognitive appraisal of the minority perspective can instigate 
psychological conversion.  This refers to a process whereby group members change 
their perceptions, attitudes, and actions in line with the minority perspective on indirect, 
latent, or private indices.  Studies have shown that the elaborative processing of 
minority messages leads to influence that is stronger, more stable over time, and 
pervasive across indirect and latent measures (Martin & Hewstone, 2001; Wood, 
Lundgren, Ouellette, Busceme, & Blackstone, 1994).  Hence, the type of influence that 
minorities exert on other group members is believed to be a form of deep-seated, true 
attitude change rather than superficial and transitory mere compliance. 
 
The process of minority influence in groups has a number of important implications for 
our understanding of the impact of deviants on groups or teams.  Based on the notion 
that deviants, like minorities, express opinions and behaviour that diverge from the 
consensus established by the majority, we would expect that group members should 
be motivated to carefully appraise the deviant’s position, and this degree of cognitive 
elaboration should render the deviant’s behaviour cognitively salient and accessible. 
 
Proposition 2: Group members should engage in more elaborative processing 
of the deviant’s attitudes and actions compared with the attitudes and actions 
expressed by normative (non-deviant) individuals.  
 
Proposition 3:  Deviant attitudes and actions should be more cognitively salient 
and accessible than the attitudes and actions expressed by normative (non-
deviant) individuals.  
 
Generalising deviant attributes to the group 
 
 
Because of the salience of their actions, it can be assumed that deviants will have a 
strong impact on how other group members experience the work context, and perceive 
the group as a whole.  Consistent with this notion, there is evidence that the presence 
of a deviant group member can change the way that other group members’ view the 
group.  Several studies have shown that people may generalise deviant attributes 
associated with counter-stereotypic individuals (i.e., deviants) to the group as a whole, 
resulting in stereotype change in the direction of the deviant (Johnston & Hewstone, 
1992; Rothbart & Lewis, 1988).  This effect is particularly marked if the deviant is 
viewed as otherwise typical of the group, and there are no other grounds for dismissing 
the deviant as an uncharacteristic group member (Kunda & Oleson, 1995).      
 
Proposition 4: Perceptions of the deviant should generalise to the group as a 
whole, such that groups containing a deviant are viewed as less favourable 
than groups in which there are no deviant members. 
 
Individuals are likely to vary in the extent to which they downgrade their image of the 
group when the group contains a deviant.  Certain individuals will more readily 
generalise the deviant attributes to the group as a whole, whereas others may be more 
resilient to the deviant’s influence.  The next section of the paper explores the critical 
role that affective commitment to the group plays in the way people respond to deviant 
behaviours.   
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Commitment as a potential moderator 
 
 
Commitment refers to the extent to which people identify with a group and become 
emotionally involved with the group (Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000).  According to the 
social identity perspective (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1982), 
highly committed group members tend to view the group in terms of its shared, 
prototypical features.  As a result of their psychological attachment to the group, the 
idiosyncratic properties of individual members are reduced in salience, while the 
distinctive, core and enduring aspects of the group become more prominent (Turner, 
1982; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). 
 
In making judgements about the group, strongly committed members are likely to 
respond more to the prototypical features of the group rather than the behaviour of the 
deviant.  Indeed, several studies have shown that strongly identified group members 
may even psychologically separate the deviant from the group in an effort to protect the 
group’s image and reputation (Marques and Yzerbyt, 1988; Johnston & Hewstone, 
1992; Kunda & Oleson, 1995; Rothbart & Lewis, 1988).  For example, Castano, 
Paladino, Coull and Yzerbyt (2002) found that after being exposed to a negative 
deviant, strongly identified members of an environmentalist organisation maintained a 
positive image of their group whereas low identifiers became more negative in their 
perceptions of the group.  
 
Although both committed and uncommitted group members will find the deviant’s 
behaviour highly salient, only those low in commitment will view the deviant as a valid 
source of information regarding the group.  High commitment group members are not 
likely to view the deviant as descriptive of or relevant to the group as a distinct social 
entity. 
 
 
Proposition 4: Commitment to the group will moderate the extent to which group 
members generalise their perceptions of the deviant to the group as a whole. 
The deviant attributes should be generalised to the group more for low 
commitment individuals than for those high in commitment.   
 
In summary, this paper has presented a model of corruption in organisations in which 
the initial development of corruption can be traced to isolated acts of workplace 
deviance.  Several social and cognitive processes were highlighted as key 
determinants of how deviant individuals become disproportionately influential within the 
group.  Specifically, automatic vigilance for negative and extreme information means 
that deviant acts attract the attention of other group members.  Motivated forms of 
information processing are subsequently invoked as group members attempt to 
appraise and evaluate the divergent position.  Deviant acts are therefore rendered 
cognitively accessible and salient, and may be generalised to the group as a whole, 
resulting in less favourable perceptions of the group. 
 
As well as impacting on the way the group is perceived, these processes may also 
adversely affect the relative stability of the group, leading to lower levels of group 
cohesion, and weaker group climates (Wellen & Neale, 2004).  Group norms are most 
susceptible to corrosion and change when group stability is threatened.  In the next 
section of the paper, I explore the processes underlying normative change in 
organisations, and highlight the role of rationalising ideologies as key mechanisms that 
account for how corruption can ultimately become embedded in organisational norms 
and culture.            
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Rationalising ideologies: Creating fertile grounds for corruption 
 
 
Rationalising ideologies provide one of the primary means through which deviant 
individuals deny the identity implications of their actions (Adams & Balfour, 1998; 
Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Chen & Tyler, 2001; Folkes & Whang, 2003).  Ashforth and 
Anand (2003, p. 23) described these types of rationalisations as “ritualised accounts 
available to members of a culture to ‘explain’ a variety of untoward acts and outcomes 
so as to reconcile the acts and outcomes with societal norms”.  Rationalising ideologies 
therefore operate as cognitive defence mechanisms that either make the deviant 
behaviour an exception to general normative sanctions, or frame the behaviour so that 
it falls outside of the boundaries of deviance.  In doing so, the ideologies function to 
neutralise the potential stigma of corruption, thereby removing the unfavourable social 
sanctions that generally keep deviant behaviour in check.   
 
As Table 1 shows, researchers have identified a range of rationalising ideologies.  
Some of the more common types of justifications for deviance include:  (a) denial of 
responsibility in which deviants claim that circumstances beyond their control left them 
with no choice but to engage in the deviant act (e.g., other employees or companies 
are doing the same thing, so deviance is necessary in order to remain competitive; 
Minor, 1981; Greenberg, 1998), (b) denial of injury, which is based on the argument 
that the deviant acts didn’t cause real harm (e.g., the company is insured so it doesn’t 
matter to them; Greenberg, 1998), and (c) moral disengagement, in which the deviant 
claims that general ethical norms may sometimes have to be sacrificed for some 
greater good (e.g., it’s for the benefit of the team as a whole; Bandura, 1999).   
 
There are several different accounts for how rationalising ideologies function to 
manipulate perceptions of the favourability of deviant behaviours (see Miller, Gordon, & 
Buddie, 1999).  Three possible reasons proposed by Miller et al. (1999) include:  (a) 
explaining the behaviour prompts the perceiver to imagine the hypothetical, positively 
framed outcome, rather than actual outcome, (b) explaining creates more awareness of 
situational constraints on behaviour, and (c) explaining reduces the tendency to 
sympathize with the victim/s of deviance and corruption. 
 
Because of their ability to influence both self-perceptions of behaviour, and the way 
other people interpret behaviour (c.f., Robinson & Kraatz, 1998), rationalising 
ideologies facilitate both the initial development of deviance and the spread of 
deviance throughout work teams, organisations, and entire industries.  At the individual 
level, rationalising ideologies cognitively reframe the implications associated with 
deviant acts, thereby reducing any internal conflict that the individual may be 
experiencing over their decision about whether to engage in workplace deviance 
(Greenberg, 1998).  As Ashforth and Anand (2003, p. 34) argued, rationalising 
ideologies “pander to actor’s needs to believe in their own goodness”.  Rationalising 
ideologies negate the stigma associated with counter-normative acts, allowing 
individuals to behave in a deviant manner without posing a threat to their positive self-
image (Greenberg, 1998).   
 
At a group level, rationalising ideologies contribute to the spread of workplace deviance 
and, ultimately, to the development of corruption across work teams, organisations, 
and/or industries.  Due to majority social influence processes that occur in groups (e.g., 
Turner, 1991), particularly when members are uncertain about behavioural 
expectations, individuals rely on the attitudes and actions of other group members to 
provide them with meaning and direction in their own behavioural decisions.  In this 
way, rationalising ideologies become part of the socially constructed reality or social 
facts that define the group, and guide the attitudes and actions of group members.  As 
rationalising ideologies become a shared resource within social groups, they accrue 
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the power to shape organisational culture and norms, leading to a collective state of 
corruption. 
 
 
Conclusions and implications 
 
 
In summary, the present paper has presented a model of collective corruption that 
traces a primary route to corruption to the spread of individual acts of workplace 
deviance in organisations.  According to this approach, in order to deal with the 
problem of collective corruption, it is first necessary to understand the issue of 
workplace deviance, and gain insight into how deviant behaviours proliferate in 
organisations.  In line with this view, the paper first considered how acts of deviance 
initially occur in organisations, and then discussed how workplace deviance spreads 
throughout work teams, organisations, and industries.   
 
In relation to the initial development of workplace deviance, this paper presents a 
model in which deviant behaviours stand out as salient aspects of the work 
environment due to the high level of automatic and controlled processing that these 
behaviours invoke.  The cognitive accessibility and salience of the deviant acts makes 
it likely that many perceivers will generalise the deviant characteristics to the group as 
a whole, resulting in lower levels of cohesion and less favourable perceptions of the 
group.  Core group processes and norms are more susceptible to change under these 
conditions of relative instability.  Hence, ideologies that rationalise deviant behaviour 
can gain social support and take hold in organisations.  As rationalising ideologies gain 
general acceptance in organisations, they embed deviance in organisational norms 
and culture, leading to a syndrome of collective corruption. 
 
This model of corruption has several important implications for the prevention of 
corruption in organisations.  First, the model suggests that commitment may provide a 
buffer against the negative effects of deviant individuals on other group members.  
More strongly committed individuals are more resistant to the negative influence of 
deviant group members.  By creating conditions that encourage high levels of 
employee commitment, organisations may afford themselves some level of protection 
against the destructive influence of deviants, thereby reducing the potential for 
deviance to spread throughout the organisation. 
 
Another way of dealing with corruption in organisations could be to discourage the 
rationalising ideologies that lead to break down of associations between deviant acts 
and their negative social evaluation.  The importance of addressing rationalising 
ideologies in the prevention of corruption has been highlighted by several other 
researchers (e.g., Cressey, 1986; Gorta & Forell, 1995; Homel, Clarke & Macintyre, 
1995).  For example, Cressey (1986) argued that “the incidence of management fraud 
(and of street crime as well) will decline only as the neutralising verbalisations 
supporting these crimes are themselves neutralised” (p. 208). 
 
This approach for addressing the problem of corruption in organisations is consistent 
with a number of existing crime prevention techniques (e.g., Clarke & Homel, 1997; 
Wortley, 1996).  Specifically, crime prevention strategies aimed at inducing guilt or 
shame on the offender’s part provides a means of attaching a negative image or social 
evaluation to deviant behaviours.  For example, Wortley (1996) suggests that 
techniques designed to weaken the rationalisations that offenders can use may prove 
particularly useful for “white collar crimes where the offender can be assumed to have 
a considerable stake in conformity”.   
 
In conclusion, this paper has presented a model that views collective corruption as 
extending from initial acts of workplace deviance that gain momentum and spread 
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throughout the organisation.  As well as contributing to a more comprehensive 
understanding of corruption, the conceptual model outlined in this paper may also 
provide a basis for the development of alternative strategies for preventing collective 
corruption in organisations. 
 
    
Table 1 
Examples of rationalising ideologies 
Rationalising ideology Description Example 
Denial of responsibility Claim that the deviant acts are due to 
forces beyond the individual’s control 
e.g., everyone else is doing it 
too 
Denial of injury Argue that does not cause real harm e.g., the company is insured, so 
it doesn’t really matter 
Moral disengagement Claim that broad social norms 
sometimes have to be sacrifices for 
the good of the group 
e.g., it’s for the benefit of the 
team as a whole 
Legality Claim that a questionable action is 
justified because it is legally 
acceptable 
e.g., I was just taking advantage 
of what the law permitted 
Denial of victim Assertion that the deviant behaviour 
isn’t a malicious injury, but a form of 
rightful retaliation or punishment 
e.g., they deserve it after the 
conditions they make us work 
under 
Social weighting Shift focus away from own deviant act 
by attacking the legitimacy of the 
condemners 
e.g., the law isn’t really clear 
about this  
Metaphor of the ledger Argue that the benefits the deviant 
individual brings to the business 
outweighs his or her corruption 
e.g., claiming these “travel 
expenses” makes up for all the 
unpaid overtime I do 
 
Based on Ashforth & Anand (2003), Minor (1981), and Sykes & Matza (1957)  
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